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 Mother-Weights and Lost Fathers 
Parents in South Asian American Literature  
Ruth Maxey 
 
That parent-child relationships should play a significant role within South Asian 
American literature is perhaps no surprise, since this is crucial material for any writer. 
But the particular forms they so often take ± a dysfunctional mother-daughter dynamic, 
leading to the search for maternal surrogates; and the figure of the prematurely deceased 
father ± are more perplexing. Why do families adhere to these patterns in so many South 
Asian American texts and what does that tell us about this °XYUH? More precisely, why 
are mothers subjected to a harsher critique than fathers and what purpose does this 
critique serve? How might we interpret the trope of the untimely paternal death? In this 
article I will seek to answer these questions ± arguably key to an understanding of this 
growing body of writing ± by considering works produced between the 1990s and the 
early twenty-first century by a range of South Asian American writers. 
 
Mother-weights and maternal mysteries  
The prominence of maternal themes within this literature can be traced to the high 
QXPEHURI6RXWK$VLDQ$PHULFDQZRPHQZULWHUV:RPHQ¶VZULWLQJLVDIWHUDOORIWHQ
matrilineal in its need for female role models and its urge to empower the older 
generation, especially in traditionally colonial and patriarchal contexts. Within these 
particular works, the relationship between the usually female protagonist and her 
biological mother may take different forms, but it is paradigmatically difficult. Fictional 
mothers are variously depicted as small-minded, materialistic, controlling and 
XQV\PSDWKHWLFWRZDUGVWKHLUGDXJKWHUV7KXVLQ0HHQD$OH[DQGHU¶VQRYHOManhattan 
 Music 6DQGK\D¶VPRWKHU6RVDLVSRUWUD\HGDV critical and implacable and 
Sandhya emigrates from India to the United States in part to escape this bad relationship, 
DVGRWKHPDLQFKDUDFWHUVRIRWKHUQRYHOV*LWDLQ.LULQ1DUD\DQ¶VLove, Stars, and All 
That DQG3UL\DLQ$PXO\D0DOODGL¶VThe Mango Season 3UL\D¶V
SUREOHPDWLFUHODWLRQVKLSZLWKKHUµ0D¶LVPLUURUHGE\WKHDJJUHVVLRQEHWZHHQ0DDQGKHU
own mother, and although Priya may believe that by leaving Hyderabad for the US, she 
has broken this vicious circle of mother-daughter animosity, hostilities resume almost as 
VRRQDVVKHUHWXUQVIURP$PHULFDµLWKDGMXVWEHHQWKUHHGD\VEXW,ZDVDOUHDG\WLUHGRI
being in India, at homeDQGHVSHFLDOO\WLUHGRIP\PRWKHU¶HPSKDVLVLQRULJLQDO
Malladi establishes an ostensibly inextricable connection here between the mother-
daughter relationship, ideas of nationhood, and home as domestic space,2 ideas to which 
I will return a little later. 
     Such thinking is not limited to fictional texts. Indeed, when Alexander recalls a visit 
from her own mother to New York in her memoir, Fault Lines (1993), she considers that 
     WKHIDFW«,KDGPDUULHGDPDQRIP\FKRLFHFRPHZLWKKLPWRDQRWKHUFRXQWU\JLYHQ 
     birth, and found myself a university job, all in short order, none of that counted. What I  
     felt was the burden of her on my soul, a gravitational pull, a mother-weight. What she felt     
     inside her gave me no room, and I did not have the suppleness of spirit to speak to her (163). 
 
Connected to this notion of an oppressive DQGLQHVFDSDEOHPDWHUQDOSUHVHQFHRUµPRWKHU-
ZHLJKW¶LVWKHGHSOR\PHQWRIZKDWRQHPLJKWWHUPDµPDWHUQDOP\VWHU\¶ZKLFKRIWHQ
drives plot and character development in fictional works through questions surrounding a 
SURWDJRQLVW¶VPRWKHU$FDVHLQSRLQWLV9LQHHWD9LMD\DUDJKDYDQ¶VQRYHOMotherland 
(2001). Brought up for the first four years of her life in southern India by her maternal 
grandmother, Ammamma, Maya is then sent to America to join her mother, Kamala. The 
 particular maternal mystery underpinning the novel ± H[SORUHGWKURXJK0D\D¶VUHWXUQWR
the ancestral homeland one summer at the age of fifteen ± is connected to the reasons 
EHKLQG.DPDOD¶VHDUOLHUGHFLVLRQWROHDYHKHUGDXJKWHUEHKLQG7KHLUUHODWLRQVKLSKDVLQ
IDFWQHYHUUHFRYHUHGIURP0D\D¶V powerful sense of abandonment by her mother and 
seems to have broken down irreparably, its dysfunctionality apparently well beyond the 
classic problems of adolescents and their parents.  
     The reader is forced, for much of the novel, to question Kamala¶VDFWLRQV,QDF\FOLFDO
movement of past, present and future, it is only by returning to India, the site of her 
JUDQGPRWKHU¶VKRPHWKDW0D\DFDQGLVFRYHUZKDWDFWXDOO\KDSSHQHG.DPDODZDVWRR
WUDXPDWLVHGWRORRNDIWHUKHUDVDEDE\EHFDXVH0D\D¶VWZLQsister had died. Kamala then 
blamed her mother for the tragedy since it had been her idea for Kamala to give birth in 
India rather than America where, Kamala believes, more advanced medical facilities 
ZRXOGKDYHHQVXUHGKHUEDE\¶VVXUYLYDO5DWKHUOLNH0D\a, Kamala has to return to India 
± to attend to her own dying mother ± in order to achieve reconciliation, healing and 
IRUJLYHQHVVZLWKERWKKHUPRWKHUDQG0D\D7KHV\PEROLFPRPHQWRI$PPDPPD¶V
death therefore allows Kamala to take on her full role of mother to Maya. Indira 
*DQHVDQ¶VHDUOLHUQRYHOInheritance (1997), anticipates the central premise of 
Motherland through its protagonist, Sonil, who also returns from the US at the age of 
ILIWHHQWRKHUJUDQGPRWKHU¶V6RXWK$VLDQKRPHKRSLQJWRGLVFRYHUZK\ her mother, 
Lakshmi, deserted her. Although the characters and situations in Inheritance are less 
psychologically developed than those of Motherland, the narrative relies on the strikingly 
VLPLODUQRWLRQWKDWRQO\ZLWKWKHGHDWKRI6RQLO¶VPDWHUQDOJUDQGPother can Lakshmi tell 
her daughter why she could not bring her up.  
      South Asian matriarchs are sometimes presented as loving figures ± for instance, Mira 
LQ%HHQD.DPODQL¶VVKRUWVWRU\µ%UDQG\&DNH¶DQG/HHODLQ.DYLWD'DVZDQL¶V
novel, For Matrimonial Purposes (2003) ± yet even where they are depicted more 
favourably, they embody ancestral ways, and not necessarily in a positive sense. Their 
GHIHQFHRIFHUWDLQWUDGLWLRQDOFXVWRPVVXFKDVDUUDQJHGPDUULDJHDQGDZRPDQ¶VGXW\WR
stay at home, allows writers to question such mores. As Marianne Hirsch has argued: 
     WKHUHFDQEHQRV\VWHPDWLFDQGWKHRUHWLFDOVWXG\RIZRPHQLQSDWULDUFKDOFXOWXUH«QR 
     WKHRU\RIZRPHQ¶VRSSUHVVLRQWKDWGRHVQRWWDNHLQWRDFFRXQWZRPDQ¶VUROHDVDPRWKHU 
     of daughters and as a daughter of mothers, that does not study female identity in relation  
     WRSUHYLRXVDQGVXEVHTXHQWJHQHUDWLRQVRIZRPHQDQG«WKDWUHODWLRQVKLSLQWKHZLGHU 
     context in which it takes place: the emotional, political, economic, and symbolic structures  
     of family and society (202). 
 
Although Hirsch is addressing Western feminist concerns in the early 1980s, her 
statement suggests that maternal issues provide an especially rich prism through which to 
understand South Asian $PHULFDQZRPHQZLWKWKHLUURRWVLQDWUDGLWLRQDOO\µSDWULDUFKDO
FXOWXUH¶HVSHFLDOO\DWWKHILUVW-generation stage. Thus, in Mango Season, Malladi 
critiques what she views as the limited opportunities on offer to Indian women trapped by 
patriarchal expectation, whilst highlighting their own failure to challenge and liberate 
themselves from particular societal norms. In this sense, her writing exhorts Indian 
women to be more self-determining but her implication is that they can more readily 
achieve this in the brave new world of America. 
 
 Surrogate mothers 
In Love, Stars, and All That, Narayan qualifies her critique of South Asian motherhood 
by demonstrating that it is in India that Gita can receive unconditional love: from her 
unofficial surrogate mother, Saroj Auntie. This situation suggests that return visits to 
India, however troubling and problematic, can be rescued and redeemed by a sympathetic 
figure in loco parentis. Both Love, Stars and Motherland show that the theme of 
replacement mothers ± in the ODWWHUFDVHDUROHSOD\HGE\0D\D¶VPDWHUQDOJUDQGPRWKHU± 
is almost as important as the trope of the dysfunctional, absent, emotionally unavailable, 
or unloving biological matriarch and that it in fact provides a necessary narrative 
alternative. In other ZRUGVWKHµZLFNHGVWHSPRWKHU¶PRWLIRI:HVWHUQIDLU\WDOHVLV
reversed, since surrogate, rather than biological, mothers appear to be better placed to 
provide maternal love ± and have apparently given more consideration to the matter.  
     The eponymous SURWDJRQLVWRI-KXPSD/DKLUL¶VVKRUWVWRU\µ0UV6HQ¶V¶LV
more nurturing to Eliot, the white American boy in her care, than his single, working 
mother in this South Asian American version of traditional US narratives in which carers 
of colour offer Caucasian children superior protection to that of their biological parents. 
5HWXUQLQJWR,QGLDQWHUUDLQ$OH[DQGHU¶VQRYHONampally Road SUHVHQWV0LUD¶V
birth mother as a notable presence-as-absence, and when Mira moves to Hyderabad after 
studying in Britain, she instead forges a bond of love with Durgabai, a wise older doctor, 
ZKRVHQDPHPHDQVµOLWWOHPRWKHU¶$WWKHPRVWREYLRXVOHYHO0LUDGRHVWKLVWR
FRPSHQVDWHIRUKHUIDLOHGUHODWLRQVKLSZLWKKHURZQIDPLO\ZKRµZHUHVWUDQJHUVWRPH¶
(104). At a more figurative level, such free-thinking older women as Durgabai and Saroj 
Auntie offer an alternative model of Indian womanhood, although the suggestion is that 
 the greater freedom they enjoy and the higher degree of loving support they can offer 
have come at a price: Durgabai is a widow, whose son lives abroad, and Saroj is 
unwillingly childless. 
     The notion of maternal surrogacy also reflects the tradition, within the more affluent 
strata of Indian society, of ayahs (or nursemaids) to perform activities which such figures 
DVWKHFROGDQGXQV\PSDWKHWLF0DPDLQ$QLWD'HVDL¶VQRYHOFasting, Feasting (1999), 
refuse to countenance.3 In Fault Lines, Alexander recollects that, as a child, she was 
µFRQVWDQWO\FLUFOHGE\JXDUGLDQV¶LQFOXGLQJµWKUHHD\DKV¶DQG'DVZDQLFULWLTXHVWKH
Mumbai bourgeoisie in For Matrimonial Purposes through the figure of Indu, a beautiful 
socialite whose  
     slender white fingers, tips coloured a brilliant pink, [were] amazingly unchipped given she had    
     two infant boys. (It must have to do with the fact that the feeding, changing and washing were  
     all left to others) (71).  
*LQX.DPDQL¶VVKRUWVWRU\µ/XFN\'LS¶VLPLODUO\DWWDFNV,QGLD¶VVRFLDOHOLWH
through its depiction of surrogate maternity: its protagonist, Maya, is a young girl cared 
for by her ayah, cooked for by a servant, and entertained by her grandmother. Her mother 
LVWRREXV\VRFLDOLVLQJWRSOD\DQ\DFWLYHUROHLQ0D\D¶VGDLO\OLIHDQGHYHQFRPSODLQV
when asked to join in with one of hHUGDXJKWHU¶VJDPHV7KHD\DKIRUFHGWRHDUQKHU
OLYLQJFDULQJIRUVRPHRQHHOVH¶VFKLOGFRPSDUH+DLQLVKHDUWEURNHQWREHVHSDUDWHG
IURPKHURZQGDXJKWHUEXWZKHQ0D\DVXJJHVWVWRDFODVVPDWH6DYLWULWKDW0D\D¶V
mother may be able to reunite the D\DKZLWKKHUGDXJKWHU6DYLWULUHWRUWVµ:H¶OODVN
Mummy «1RMummy FDUHVDERXWRWKHUSHRSOH¶VFKLOGUHQ¶'HSOR\LQJµ0XPP\¶DV
a scathingly ironic, Anglophone shorthand for the indifference to children imputed to 
middle- and upper-class Indian women, Kamani implies that the poor have more 
 humanity than the wealthy: mordant social comment framed through an explicit attack on 
the institution of surrogate motherhood.  
     Although writers betray an explicit discomfort vis-à-vis these traditional practices, 
they also exercise a protectiveness towards them. Thus, a wealthy, unnamed woman in 
Motherland GHIHQGVERDUGLQJVFKRROVE\DUJXLQJWKDWµSDUHQWVDUHQRWDOZD\VWKHEHVW
SHRSOHWRUDLVHWKHLURZQFKLOGUHQ¶ZKLOH6RQLODUJXHVLQInheritance that her 
XSEULQJLQJE\DXQWVLVFXOWXUDOO\DFFHSWDEOHEHFDXVH,QGLDQµSDUHQWLQJ¶RIWHQLQYROYHV
µRWKHUUHODWLYHV¶5HYHDOLQJO\KRZHYHUWKLVH[SODQDWLRQRIKHUFLUFXPVWDQFHVGRHV
OLWWOHWRDVVXDJHWKHSDLQRIKHUPRWKHU¶VUHMHFWLRQ:ULWHUV¶EOHQGRISULGHDQd disquiet 
towards issues of maternal surrogacy generates an interesting tension whereby this theme 
is both worthy of comment and straightforwardly accepted as part of an apparently rigid 
social world. The treatment of non-ELRORJLFDOPRWKHUILJXUHVRUµPRWhering-ZRPHQ¶
(Reyes 9), who span socio-economic backgrounds, begs wider questions, then, about 
what kinds of audience writers are addressing: a point reinforced by an element of 
ethnographic explanation, by turns defiant and uneasy, which suggests that a non-South 
Asian readership is generally assumed.  
 
The function of fathers  
In contrast to these portrayals of unsatisfactory mother-daughter relationships ± and the 
concomitant need for maternal surrogates ± are the affectionate ties which exist in these 
works between women and their fathers. In the non-ILFWLRQDOFRQWH[WRI60LWUD.DOLWD¶V
Suburban Sahibs (2003), a work of extended reportage, Pradip Kothari and Harish Patel 
DUHDPELWLRXVIRUWKHLUGDXJKWHUVLQWKH8QLWHG6WDWHV7KLVLVLQIDFW+DULVK¶Vraison 
 G¶rWUHUDWKHUDVLWLVIRU0DKHVK9DVLDOEHLWLQDPRUHVLQLVWHUVHQVHLQ1LNLWD/DOZDQL¶V
British Asian novel, Gifted (2007). Such texts thus offer feminist variations on the 
stereotype of the tough immigrant patriarch anxious only for his sons to succeed. In 
Mango SeasonPRUHRYHU3UL\D¶VIDWKHUSURYLGHVDSRVLWLYHHPERGLPHQWRI,QGLD
offering unconditional love and unquestioning acceptance of his daughter, and it is 
WKURXJK3UL\D¶VUHODWLRQVKLSZLWKKLPWKDW0DOODGL¶VVWRU\GUDZVLWVJUHDWHVWemotional 
force.  
     7KHFRPELQDWLRQRI3UL\D¶VUHVSHFWIRUKHUIDWKHUDQGGLVPLVVLYHDWWLWXGHWRZDUGVKHU
mother could be read as misogynist, yet the easier understanding here between father and 
daughter signals that, in a largely patriarchal culture, wRPHQ¶VIDWKHUVFDQVRPHWLPHVEH
PRUHHPSRZHULQJWRWKHP)RU+LUVFKWKLVLVEHFDXVHDµPRWKHUSURMHFWVXSRQKHU
GDXJKWHUKHURZQDPELYDOHQFHDERXWEHLQJIHPDOH¶$OH[DQGHUKDVFRPPHQWHG
that, as a young woman: 
     P\PRWKHUGLGQ¶WDSSURYHRIPHZULWLQJDWDOO«>VKH@WKRXJKW,VKRXOGEHDJRRG 
     needlewoman, learn how to make good sambar «DQGWDNHFDUHRIP\KXVEDQG,VKRXOGKDYH 
     DFHUWDLQDPRXQWRIHGXFDWLRQEXWQRWWRRPXFK0\IDWKHU«ZDVDVFLHQWLVWZKRVDLGWRPH 
     RQFH«µ:KHQ,ZUite a scientific paper, I publish it. If you write a poem, you should publish  
     LW¶«2WKHUZLVH,KDGQRHQFRXUDJHPHQWZLWKLQWKHIDPLO\,WKDSSHQVDORWLQSDWULDUFKDO 
     VRFLHWLHVWKDWIDWKHUVHQFRXUDJHWKHLUGDXJKWHUVEHFDXVHWKH\¶UHWKHRQHVZKRcan «7KHUH¶VQR 
     HDV\ZD\WKHPRWKHUFRXOGHQFRXUDJHWKHGDXJKWHUWRJRLQWRWKHSXEOLFGRPDLQ«:RPHQ 
     ZULWHUV«KDYHKDGIDWKHUVZKRHQDEOHGWKHPLQVRPHZD\±  ORRNDW9LUJLQLD:RROI¶VIDWKHU 
     ±  rather   than   mothers, who gave them something else (quoted in Maxey 25). 
     A more common paradigm in these works, however, is the absent or deceased 
SDWULDUFK*LWD¶VIDWKHUGLHGZKHQVKHZDVYHU\\RXQJLQLove, Stars; Renu lost her father 
DVDWHHQDJHULQ*DQHVDQ¶VQRYHOThe Journey (1990); and in several of Chitra 
'LYDNDUXQL¶VVWRULHVLQThe Unknown Errors of Our Lives (2001), a father has either left 
 µ7KH/RYHRID*RRG0DQ¶RUGLHGµ7KH,QWHOOLJHQFHRI:LOG7KLQJV¶µ7KH%ORRPLQJ
6HDVRQIRU&DFWL¶µ7KH1DPHVRI6WDUVLQ%HQJDOL¶,Q/DKLUL¶VVKRUWVWRU\µ$
7HPSRUDU\0DWWHU¶6KXNXPDUORVHVKLVIDWKHUZKLOHVWLOODQXQGHUJUDGXDWHDQ
HYHQWZKLFKSURPSWVKLPWRVWXG\,QGLDSURIHVVLRQDOO\ZKLOH/DKLUL¶VQRYHOThe 
Namesake (2003), explores, in a more sustained and considered manner, the impact of 
$VKRNH¶VGHDWKRQKLVVRQ*RJRO6LPLODUO\6DPHHU3DUHNK¶VQRYHOStealing the 
Ambassador LVPDUNHGE\9DVDQW¶VGHDWKDQGWKHZD\VLQZKLFKKLVVRQ5DMLY
struggles to come to terms with this. And in two début cinematic features ± M Night 
6K\DPDODQ¶VPraying with Anger DQG.UXWLQ3DWHO¶VABCD (1999) ± South Asian 
American protagonists have lost their father.4 In each of these works, the leading 
character, usually second-generation, is in early life and, in each caseDIDWKHU¶VGHDWKLV
considered to be premature. 
     )ROORZLQJWKHLUSDUHQWV¶GHDWKV5DMDQG1LQDWKHHSRQ\PRXVµ$%&'V¶RU
µ$PHULFDQ-%RUQ&RQIXVHG'HVLV¶LQWKHILOPABCD,5 choose hegemonic, white 
American culture through their selection of white partners over the Indian ones their 
PRWKHUKDGXUJHGXSRQWKHP5DMDQG1LQD¶VUHMHFWLRQRIWKHLUDQFHVWUDOFXOWXUHLPSOLHV
WKDWDVVLPLODWLRQLQWRµPDLQVWUHDP¶UHDGµZKLWH¶$PHULFDKDVEHHQPDGHSRVVLEOH
EHFDXVHWKHLUSDUHQWV¶GHDWKVKDYHIUHHGWKHPIURPWUaditional expectations. Indeed, the 
trope of parental death has been used as a way of superficially and speedily resolving 
more complex cultural dilemmas. One wonders what would have happened if their father 
DQGPRWKHUKDGVXUYLYHG3DWHOWKHILOP¶VZULWHr-director, appears to have facilitated a 
tidy, if problematic, dénouement through the figure of premature parental death.  
      In The Namesake$VKRNH¶VVXGGHQGHDWKPLJKWDWILUVWVLJKWEHLQWHUSUHWHGDVD
similarly convenient plot device. As for Raj and Nina, this death is almost a filial 
punishment for Gogol, since before his father died, Gogol had, like them, neglected his 
IDPLO\DQGDYRLGHGWKHLUZLVKHVDQGYDOXHVWRVRPHWLPHVKXUWIXOHIIHFW%XW$VKRNH¶V
passing exercises the opposite effect on Gogol to Raj and Nina because it propels his 
decision to embrace his heritage through an inter-ethnic marriage: to Moushumi, a fellow 
%HQJDOL$PHULFDQ7KHFRQQHFWLRQEHWZHHQWKLVPDUULDJHDQG$VKRNH¶VGHDWKLVVSHOOHG
RXWE\/DKLUL¶VQDUUDWRUµ*RJROLVDZDUHZLWKRXWKDYLQJWREHWROGWKDWKLVIDWKHU¶VGHDWK
KDVDFFHOHUDWHGFHUWDLQH[SHFWDWLRQVWKDWE\QRZKLVPRWKHUZDQWVKLPVHWWOHG¶$V
Pankaj Mishra has noted, Gogol is motivated by guilt (44); and this sensation combines 
with regret and a heartfelt desire for a kind of vicarious closeness to his father now that it 
is too late to achieve this directly.   
     For both Gogol and Rajiv in Stealing the Ambassador, the early death of a father, and 
the things left unsaid between parent and son, are complicated by questions of cultural 
identity: in particular, problems of cultural belonging for the son, coupled with a broader 
discomfort towards parental values. Such difficulties are rendered more poignant and 
confusing by bereavement and the painful mixture of filial guilt and remorse it elicits. In 
both cases, however, the death of a father proves pivotal: it leads Gogol to marry (albeit 
XQVXFFHVVIXOO\LQDELGWRSUHVHUYH%HQJDOLFXOWXUHLQ$PHULFDDQGLWUHVXOWVLQ5DMLY¶V
trip to India and the opportunity to forge a stronger bond with his paternal grandparents. 
Recalling Motherland5DMLYDOVROHDUQVGXULQJWKLVYLVLWWR,QGLDWKDW9DVDQW¶V
relationship with his own father was tense and unresolved, rather like that of Vasant and 
Rajiv.  
  
Conclusion 
Each of these works refers, by implication, to a specific historical moment, ranging from 
the 1950s (Fault LinesDQGVµ/XFN\'LS¶WRWKHVNamesake) and into the 
twenty-first century (For Matrimonial Purposes), yet they present South Asian parent-
child dynamics as part of an essentially unchanging landscape. Although this move may 
be interpreted as part of a wider tendency by members of the South Asian diaspora to 
regard the ancestral country and its culture as remaining atrophied within a remembered 
or imaginary past (Ganguly 29±LWGRHVQRWDFFRXQWIRUZULWHUV¶FRQWLQXHG
reliance on such schematic archetypes as the unfeeling birth mother, the warm maternal 
surrogate, and the prematurely deceased biological father. Starting with the first trope, 
one explanation might be that the difficulty faced by these fictional characters in relation 
to their biological mothers ± DIRUPRIµPDWURSKRELD¶LQ/\QQ6XNHQLFN¶VSKUDVHTXRWHG
in Hirsch 202) ± allows them to flee traditional expectations through emigration to the 
United States. As we have seen, South Asian mothers, and the bad relationships they 
signify, provide justification for leaving. Radhika Mohanram has even gone so far as to 
DUJXHGLVFXVVLQJµ+HU0RWKHU¶DVKRUWVWRU\E\$QMDQD$SSDFKDQDWKDWµPRWKHUV
DQGGDXJKWHUVFDQQRWKDYHDUHODWLRQVKLSZKLOHLQ,QGLD¶2UDV)LUR]HSXWVLWLQLove, 
Stars:  
     ,XVHGWRORRNGRZQRQSHRSOHZKR¶GFRPHIURPWKH7KLUG:RUOGWREHHGXFDWHGLQ 
     America and Europe and who then would just stay. I thought they were selfish, that it was       
     WKHLUGXW\WRJREDFN/LNH*LWDVKHQHYHUVSRNHRIUHWXUQLQJ,FRXOGQ¶WXQGHUVWDQGLWD 
     smart woman like her and all she could do in India. Now I see that there were things about  
     her background that she was escaping, that dreadful mother and who knows what else  
     (200).  
  
     )LUR]HLVULJKWWRUHDG*LWD¶VGHFLVLRQLQSHUVRQDOWHUPVDQG%DSVL6LGKZDPDNHV
Feroza Ginwalla, the protagonist of her novel, An American Brat (1994), ask herself 
similar questions when she decides to settle in late 1970s America rather than return to 
Pakistan. Yet the sheer repetition of these ideas across a succession of texts, produced 
over two decades, suggests a lingering sense of anxiety and even guilt about emigration 
DPRQJFHUWDLQZULWHUV)RUWKLVUHDVRQ6RXWK$VLDPXVWUHPDLQWKHUHDOPRIWKHµPRWKHU-
ZHLJKW¶DQGZKHUHZRPHQFDQQRWHPLJUDWH± for example, Sowmya in Mango Season 
and Uma in Fasting, Feasting ± the Indian home is depicted as a realm of subtle and not-
so-subtle tyranny, maternal pressure, claustrophobia, snobbery, and limited opportunities.  
     But if a patriarchal, class-ridden South Asia is under attack, why are mothers, rather 
than fathers, made to represent the shortcomings of this rejected society? At a 
VWUDLJKWIRUZDUGELRORJLFDOOHYHOWKHPRWKHU¶VERG\FRQVWLWXWHVLQ$OH[DQGHU¶VZRUGV
µWKHILUVWKRPH¶Fault Lines 24) and the absence of later maternal nurturance becomes a 
powerful symbol for wider social injustice. Moreover, as Susan Peck Macdonald has 
argued (albeit in a different literary context),  
     WKHJRRGVXSSRUWLYHPRWKHULVSRWHQWLDOO\VRSRZHUIXODILJXUHDVWRSUHYHQWKHUGDXJKWHU¶V 
     trials from occurring, to shield her from the process of maturation, and thus to disrupt the  
     IRFXVDQGHTXLOLEULXPRIWKHQRYHO«LIWKHPRWKHULVWREHSUHVHQW«>VKH@PXVWEHIODZHG 
     LQVRPHZD\VRWKDWLQVWHDGRISUHYHQWLQJKHUGDXJKWHU¶VWULDOVVKHFRQWULEXWHVWRWKHP± 
     59).  
 
In other words, a mother must be unsupportive if her daughter is to achieve selfhood 
within the narrative. And in these works, that selfhood is expressed through emigration.  
     Taken further, these writers are drawing on the age-old trend whereby nationalism has 
mapped tHUULWRULHVDVIHPDOHWKURXJKVXFKWHUPVDVµPRWKHUODQG¶RYHUWO\GHSOR\HGE\
 9LMD\DUDJKDYDQDQGµPRWKHUFRXQWU\¶FRPSOLFDWHGRIFRXUVHE\LWVFRORQLDORYHUWRQHV
(Kolodny; McClintock 357; Bhattacharjee 321; Wong and Santa Ana 200). Ostensibly 
embodying the continuation of gendered, national traditions, South Asian mothers thus 
serve as a synecdoche for much more, forming a key element of a tripartite conception of 
cultural identity, predicated on selfhood, nation and family, and belonging to the 
powerful6XEFRQWLQHQWDOWURSHRIµ0RWKHU,QGLD¶$VK0RKDQUDP-DLQ±
1660). But rather than suggesting lost mothers/motherlands ± in the manner of the 
YDQLVKHG$IJKDQPRWKHUQDWLRQLQ.KDOHG+RVVHLQL¶VQRYHOThe Kite Runner (2003), for 
instance ± many of these South Asian American literary works directly reject the 
mother/motherland in their bid for individuation through the putting-down of American 
roots. Katu Katrak has argued that  
     SRVWFRORQLDOZRPHQZULWHUV«FKDOOHQJHWKHURPDQWLFLVDWLRQRImotherhood as motherland,      
     mother earth, woman as earth-goddess possessing mysterious powers of fertility. Women    
     ZULWHUV¶GHP\VWLILFDWLRQRIVXFKQRWLRQVUHYHDOVFHUWDLQQHJDWLYHHYHQYLROHQWH[SHULHQFHV 
     of motherhood (211).  
The veU\LGHDRIDµPRWKHUODQG¶LVXQGHUVFUXWLQ\WKHQEXWFUXFLDOO\WKHVH6RXWK$VLDQ
PRWKHUV¶µH[SHULHQFHVRIPRWKHUKRRG¶DUHQRWYRLFHG,QGHHGWKHLUSHUVSHFWLYH± rather 
like that of ayahs (compare Hai 404, 409; Brians 107) ± is rarely privileged. That position 
might even contain its own form of feminist resistance to traditional maternal obligations 
and Hindu values of wifely self-VDFULILFH.DWUDNUDWKHUWKDQWKHGDXJKWHUV¶
simplistic belief that their mothers unthinkingly perpetuate patriarchal ideas. To offer the 
PRWKHU¶VSRLQW-of-view is ± barring a few exceptions (for instance, Kamala in 
Motherland) ± beyond the purview of these daughter-centric texts. 
     For Naoko Sugiyama, the literary discourse of mothers and daughters is also a means 
of prRYLGLQJµZRPHQRIFRORXU>ZLWK@«DQDOWHUQDWLYHJUDQGQDUUDWLYH¶ZKLFKFDQLPSRVH
 RUGHURQµWKHIUDJPHQWDWLRQDQGGHFHQWHUHGQHVVRIWRGD\¶VVRFLHW\¶±77). Within South 
$VLDQ$PHULFDQOLWHUDWXUHRQHPLJKWUHDGVXFKµIUDJPHQWDWLRQ¶DVWKHFKDRWLFHPRWLRQal 
effects of emigration (in such first-generation texts as Manhattan Music, Mango Season, 
and Love, Stars) and as an unresolved bicultural confusion (in a second-generation novel 
like Motherland, for example). The use of the mother-daughter plot also reflects other 
branches of Asian American literature which inscribe the connection between mothers 
and daughters, a maternal mystery, and the ancestral homeland (Wong and Santa Ana 
195, 201). One could contend, then, that in drawing on matrilineal patterns, these writers 
are positioning themselves within longer-VWDQGLQJWUDGLWLRQVRIµPLQRULW\¶ZULWLQJLQWKH
8QLWHG6WDWHVDQGWKDWWKLVPD\DOVRDFFRXQWIRU6RXWK$VLDQ$PHULFDQOLWHUDWXUH¶V
greater reliance on maternal issues than any comparable tendency within, say, British 
$VLDQZULWLQJ7KHµPRWKHU-GDXJKWHUURPDQFH¶LQ3DWULFLD3&KX¶VSKUDVHKDV
proved a successful literary strategy, in creative and commercial terms, for a number of 
Asian American women writers, possibly because it is a formula which manages to be 
universal and culturally specific at the same time (compare Ho 57; Chu 165±166). Such 
personal narratives as Motherland and Mango Season are not the most threatening 
proposition in political terms, yet writers like Alexander, Kamani, Desai, Malladi, and 
Daswani make sharply resonant points about class, caste and feminism through their 
PDWULOLQHDOILFWLRQVZKLFKJHQHUDOO\UHIXVHWRRIIHUWKHKRPDJHWRRQH¶VPRWKHURIWHQ
DVVRFLDWHGZLWKWKHµOLWHUDWXUHRIPDWULOLQHDJH¶0DJOLQ,QRWKHUwords, the personal 
is political here, in both South Asian and diasporic contexts.  
     Beyond the paternal representations within such male-authored works as Stealing the 
Ambassador and ABCD, fathers may be treated more positively than mothers by women 
 writers here because they have encouraged, even driven, the emigration so emancipatory, 
it seems, to their daughters (and sons) and because those fictional daughters may, at the 
same time, expect more emotionally from their mothers than their fathers. It may appear 
easier to understand ± and, depressingly, therefore to condemn ± RQH¶VRZQVH[DQGWR
SURMHFWRQWRWKHPRWKHUUDWKHUWKDQWKHIDWKHUµDOOWKHEDGWKLQJVZKLFKDUHWRRVFDU\WR
EHUHFRJQLVHGDVSDUWRIRQHVHOI¶%HWWHOKHLPKHQFHWKHFRQWLQXDl punishing of 
distant or passive mothers. It is still unclear why paternal deaths recur so frequently 
across these cultural productions. In one sense, the passing of a parent or elder and the 
impact of this event on a young adult is simply a universal trope in literature and film, a 
traumatic rite of passage which forces that character to take responsibility for their life 
more quickly than they might otherwise have done, because it prompts a necessary, 
inevitable re-evaluation of their priorities. It is therefore a means of increasing the 
dramatic potential of a plot, moving the story forward, and emphasising underlying 
tensions between characters. In the cultural context of these texts, however, additional 
elements are at work. Through the device of paternal, rather than maternal, deaths,6 
South Asian American writers may be trying to demonstrate the effects of migration on 
older men, who make the decision to leave the ancestral homeland in the first place in the 
bid for a better life, serve as principal breadwinner, struggle to maintain their amour 
propre in trying circumstances, and do not always succeed in emotional or material terms 
(Roy 104). In Stealing the Ambassador, for instance, Vasant loses his initial idealism 
when he discovers American life to be stressful and disappointing, and his heart attack 
arguably results, at least in part, from these experiences. Interestingly, Parekh opens up 
WKHFDXVHRI9DVDQW¶VGHDWKWRGLIIHULQJLQWHUSUHWDWLRQVVRWKDWKLVVRQ5DMLYDGRFWRU
 attributes it to an XQKHDOWK\GLHWDQGµQRWHQRXJKH[HUFLVH¶ZKHUHDV5DMLY¶VJUDQGIDWKHU
%DSXMLEHOLHYHV9DVDQW¶VKHDUWZDVµEURNHQ«LWZDVWKDWSODFH>$PHULFD@ZKLFKNLOOHG
KLP¶$VWKRXJKWRVXSSRUW%DSXML¶VYHUVLRQWKHQDUUDWLYHSDLQVWDNLQJO\UHYHDOV
that the majRUVRXUFHRI9DVDQW¶VGLVLOOXVLRQPHQWLVDIHHOLQJWKDWQRPDWWHUKRZORQJKH
lives in the US, he can never be truly accepted as American.  
     ,QFRPPRQZLWKRWKHU$VLDQ$PHULFDQWH[WV3DUHNK¶VQRYHOLVFUXFLDOO\FRQFHUQHG
with concepts of AmericannessWKHQHHGIRULPPLJUDQWVWRµFODLPWKHQDWLRQ¶.LP±
111) and the ultimately hollow nature of the American Dream. Vasant claims America in 
part because of the 1960s immigrant generation to which he belongs, whereas his 
American-born son has developed more transnational attitudes, no doubt because Rajiv 
has seen the difficulties faced by Asian Americans in securing a sense of national 
belonging in any straightforward fashion (Srikanth 95). In literary terms, then, it makes 
sense ± as with the mother-daughter plot ± to view the thematic prevalence of South 
Asian American paternal deaths in the wider context of Asian American literary 
practices. For Sau-ling Cynthia Wong and Jeffrey J. Santa Ana, Japanese and Chinese 
$PHULFDQPHQ¶VZULWLQJRIIHUVPXOWLSOHH[DPSOHVRIµPDOHDQ[LHW\RYHUHPDVFXODWLRQ
DQGIDLOHGSDWHUQLW\>ZKLFK@OLQJHUV«LQWKHIRUPRIIHDURIFXOWXUDOH[WLQFWLRQUHVXOWLQJ
IURPH[FHVVLYHDVVLPLODWLRQ¶7KLVµIHDURIFXOWXUDOH[WLQFWLRQ¶DOWKRXJKQRW
H[SUHVVHGLQWKHIRUPRIµIDLOHGSDWHUQLW\¶PLJKWEHVDLGWRKDXQW6RXWK$VLDQ$PHULFDQ
cultural production, too. South Asian patriarchy ± or the culture of the father ± faces a 
crisis in the new nation through the assault of foreign influences, the pressure to 
assimilate, and the personal and professional disempowerment faced by some male 
immigrants. This crisis is thus figured in more allegorical terms through the widespread 
 image of the paternal death. It also means, however, that patriarchy is not attacked 
through the figure of the father. But in their different ways, both fathers in the US and 
mothers in South Asia must be sacrificed if their fictional children are to achieve 
American selfhood.  
Notes 
1. The relative absence of South Asian American male writers, especially in comparison 
with British Asian literature, may be explained by the fact that Asian American literary 
traditions have generally proved more favourable to women than men. In the absence of a 
significant literary father figure in the manner of, for example, Salman Rushdie or Hanif 
Kureishi for younger British Asian male authors (and of course female writers, too), 
South Asian lines of literary descent in the US have generally been female, following the 
success of Bharati Mukherjee. South Asian American men ± including Dhan Gopal 
Mukerji, Dalip Singh Saund, Krishnalal Shridharani, Ved Mehta, A K Ramanujan, Agha 
Shahid Ali, Indran Amirthanayagam, G S Sharat Chandra, and Abraham Verghese ± have 
principally gravitated towards life-writing, short fiction and poetry rather than the novel. 
7KHVHJHQUHV¶ORZHUFRPPHUFLDOSURILOHPD\SHUKDSVH[SODLQWKHOHVVHUSURPLQHQFHRI
such authors. On the other hand, South Asian American cinema has traditionally been 
dominated by men: in particular the director M Night Shyamalan and the actors Kal Penn 
and Aasif Mandvi.  
2. For Sameer Parekh, a male writer, the patterns are patrilineal but essentially the same, 
since his novel, Stealing the Ambassador (2002), explores the difficult interconnections 
between fathers, sons, grandfathers and national belonging. 
3. Compare Jain 1658, 1660n. 
4. Similar ideas are explored in British Asian cultural production, where fathers have 
VXIIHUHGXQWLPHO\GHDWKVLQWH[WVDVGLYHUVHDV)DUUXNK'KRQG\¶VVKRUWVWRU\µ(DVW(QGDW
<RXU)HHW¶6XKD\O6DDGL¶VVWRULHVµ1LQHW\-Nine Kiss-o-JUDPV¶DQGµ7KH
'DQFHUV¶DQG6DUIUD]0DQ]RRU¶VPHPRLUGreetings from Bury Park (2007), 
ZKLFKLVSRZHUHGE\WKHSHUVRQDOLPSDFWRI0DQ]RRU¶VIDWKHU¶VXQH[SHFWHGGHDWK,Q
'DYLG$WWZRRG¶VILOPWild West (written by Harwant Bains), the British Pakistani 
SURWDJRQLVW¶VIDWKHUKDVDOUHDG\GLHGZKHQWKHILOPEHJLQV 
5. Ironically, neither Raj nor Nina is American-born: rather they belong to the so-called 
µJHQHUDWLRQ¶ERUQLQRQHFRXQWU\EHIRUHVHWWOLQJLQDQRWKHUDWD young age.  
6. Occasionally the figure of the deceased mother haunts South Asian American 
OLWHUDWXUHIRULQVWDQFHLQ.DPDQL¶VVKRUWVWRU\µ-XVW%HWZHHQ,QGLDQV¶DQG
/DKLUL¶Vµ+HPDDQG.DXVKLN¶VKRUWVWRU\F\FOHIURPUnaccustomed Earth (2008); in each 
case, it is sons who have lost their mothers, those deaths both premature and tragic. See 
also Bob Roe (dir.), Dancing in Twilight (2004; written by Rishi Vij) which is premised 
RQSDUHQWDOGHDWKXVLQJ6DPHHU¶VPRWKHU¶VGHDWKDVLWVVWDUWLQJSRLQWand concluding with 
the presumed suicide of his father, Madhav. 
%DSXML¶VDWWLWXGHFRQWUDVWVZLWK,QGLDQSDUHQWVZKRHQFRXUDJHGWKHLUFKLOGUHQWR
emigrate to the US in the 1960s and 1970s; see Kalita 36. 
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